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Beginning with behavior analysts’ tendency to characterize verbal behavior as “mere” verbal be-
havior, the author reviews his own attempt to employ it to influence both his staff and policies of
our government. He then describes its role in psychopathology, its effect on speakers in healing
themselves and on engendering creativity. The paper ends by calling to our attention the role of
verbal behavior in the construction of behavior analysis.
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“So what is it that you do?”’ It was
an innocent enough question, and she
asked it because she wanted to be help-
ful to me. She was not asking that
question in a belligerent way. She did
not imply that I was failing to earn my
salary. After all, I had just hired her as
my management supervisor in the di-
rectorate. Although, I must say the
baldness of that question did stop me
short. What did I do here? All I could
think of was that I read an awful lot of
e-mail—a little bit more informal than
the memoranda one used to get and a
little less stilted than those used to be
because e-mail seems to occasion ver-
bal behavior resembling talk as much
as writing. I also write a large number
of e-mails. I talk to my staff, both one
at a time and sometimes to them all
more formally at meetings. I write e-
mails to members; I talk to members
on the phone or in person, again some-
times one at a time and sometimes at
meetings. I still write papers and some-
times get to read psychology articles
and books. I talk and write to govern-
ment officials. But let’s admit it, it’s all
verbal behavior of one kind or another,
and that makes it sound as if I were
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not doing anything of importance.
Why is that?

There are two reasons for this: The
first has to do with the attitude of so-
ciety towards talk versus action. Talk
is considered to be ‘‘cheap.” As some
wag said: ““Talk is cheap because sup-
ply exceeds demand.” Mae West also
displayed her disdain of talk when she
asked, ‘““Are you a talker or a doer?”

The second reason has to do with the
fact that we behavior analysts are the
inheritors of the behaviorist tradition,
which began because we were fed up
with the talkers; we did not want to de-
scribe behaviors or even reinforcement
contingencies; we wanted to specify
contingencies and implement them. We
wanted to achieve concrete behavioral
change rather than make inferences
about it. We did not want Socratic de-
bates, we wanted to modify behavior.
We knew that arguing would not
achieve anything except to make for in-
teresting cocktail conversation. Indeed,
we characterized the achievements of
psychoanalysis as a method for engag-
ing in such interesting conversations.
We rejected gaining a better under-
standing of ourselves by discussing
why we were doing all these wrong
things because we believed that such
verbal behavior did not, in the final
analysis, affect our ‘‘real” behavior,
from which we almost always excluded
verbal behavior. There were exceptions,
of course, such as when we were inter-
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ested in reducing stuttering or when we
were confronted by schizophrenic pa-
tients or young children who did not
speak at all, but that was only because
the problem was in the verbal behavior
and not in its secondary effects. My as-
sociates and I (Portnoy & Salzinger,
1964; Salzinger & Pisoni, 1958, 1960,
1961; Salzinger, Portnoy, & Feldman,
1964) did a series of experiments on the
conditioning of verbal affect statements
of schizophrenic patients and normal
control groups. We showed that such
statements as “I love” or “I hate” or
“I feel depressed,” the verbal behavior
from which diagnosticians would con-
clude the person was shallow in affect
and therefore would warrant a schizo-
phrenia diagnosis, could be made to ap-
pear to be shallow depending on the re-
inforcement contingency in effect. Al-
though these studies gave rise to other
perhaps more interesting findings, the
research went along the familiar lines of
showing that one cannot learn much
about people by examining their verbal
behavior rather than their “real”” behav-
ior.

What is interesting about all this, of
course, is that Skinner, like Watson be-
fore him, always respected verbal be-
havior for what it is; indeed, he said on
more than one occasion that his book
on verbal behavior (Skinner, 1957) was
his most important contribution. He cre-
ated a fairly elaborate system of char-
acterizing various classes of verbal be-
havior. Watson (1924) began his attack
on psychology by pointing out that say-
ing also is doing, that is, behaving. My
point is that verbal behavior is what
makes the world go around; it certainly
has done that for my world at the
American Psychological Association
(APA). It serves as a behavior, as a dis-
criminative stimulus and often as a re-
inforcer and as an establishing opera-
tion. It is really amazing when you
think about the role of verbal behavior.
We have entire buildings filled with
men and women emitting verbal behav-
ior, which ultimately can cause all kinds
of injury and damage to people and
property.

KURT SALZINGER

The president speaks to his secretary
of state, who speaks to an assistant,
who speaks to the next person in line.
Eventually something gets committed
to paper, and before you know it, a war
is started or in better times one is
stopped, at least temporarily. Yet we
have been downplaying verbal behav-
ior to a great extent ever since behavior
analysis came to life, insisting that do-
ing is more important than saying. I
will ““talk” about all of this, demon-
strating how one can analyze this im-
portant behavior to good effect.

Let me start with a confession. One
reason for the content of this paper is
to use it as an opportunity to consider
techniques of influence. As Executive
Director for Science,! my answer to
what I do on my job has to be, I emit
verbal behavior both oral and written
to influence people. Whom do I want
to influence? On the one hand our
members (both active and potential);
on the other, government agencies, my
staff, and the staff of other components
of the APA, not to speak of my boss.
When I do influence them, there is, of
course, some ultimate nonverbal result
such as more money for our members
in the form of grants, better apprecia-
tion of what psychology has to offer
and therefore greater use of behavioral
principles by the public at large and by
government agencies, lower dues when
members join other scientific organi-
zations as well as the APA, greater op-
portunities for their students, more
journal space for articles, and so on.

Now let us examine the effective-
ness of my verbal behavior in my job.
I ask an administrative assistant (AA)
to make up my expense report based
on my receipts. By the way, abbrevia-
tions are rampant in Washington D.C.
No new agency ever gets created with-
out at the same time receiving some

' The American Psychological Association
has four directorates, Education, Practice, Public
Interest, and Science. I am the Director of the
Science Directorate. It has a staff of approxi-
mately 20 people. Our basic purpose is to rep-
resent the interests of psychological science and
psychological scientists.
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lettered, strangulated abbreviation. It
seems that psychology is plagued by
the same malady. We ought not to al-
low abbreviation of any term to occur
until and unless that term has occurred
some minimal number of times in the
literature. But let us return to my AA.
She might respond to my mand, ‘“‘Do
you need this immediately?”” and I re-
spond ‘““No, when you get a chance in
the next couple of days.” She might
just take it and say, ‘“‘okay.” But most
important, she will do it in a timely
manner. In other words, I am most ef-
fective in controlling behavior when I
talk to my staff, particularly secretar-
ies. Why is that? Because I’'m the one
who fills out the personnel evaluation
form which translates into positive
conditioned reinforcers, otherwise re-
ferred to as checks, and those ultimate-
ly become money that can be used to
buy food and fun. This reinforcement
contingency is definitely molar rather
than immediate, and typically is quite
effective. I should also add that, of
course, there is the immediate rein-
forcement of my verbal reinforcer of
“thanks” or ‘‘thanks for taking care of
this so quickly,” all of which constitute
stimuli presaging better paychecks,
which are reinforcers closer to the pri-
mary ones of food, sex, and APA and
ABA membership.

I also ask my professional staff to do
things, such as writing statements for
the National Science Foundation or the
National Institute of Mental Health. I
find full cooperation because those
statements are often read by those staff
members in a public arena. Under
those circumstances, their verbal be-
havior is under the control of a number
of reinforcement contingencies, going
beyond what I can do, namely the neg-
ative reinforcement contingency of
avoiding embarrassment of presenting
a statement that does not make sense
or at least that makes the listeners be-
lieve or say that it doesn’t make sense.

On occasion, I can actually feel that
I am impinging on somebody’s nonver-
bal as well as verbal behavior; for ex-
ample, when I get a chance to hire a

new person, as I was able to do the oth-
er day. My verbal behavior at that time
actually resulted in changing some-
body’s life, at least with respect to em-
ployment status and effecting smoother
functioning of my directorate.

What else? Meeting with govern-
ment officials after 9/11, I promulgated
the notion that a critical response to
terrorism must be behavioral and then
provided the Science Adviser to the
President with examples of principles
that psychologists have discovered to
be relevant to responding to terrorism.
He in turn asked for additional exam-
ples, and my staff went right to work
asking APA members to provide them;
that is, they emitted verbal behavior on
a number of listserves as well as di-
rectly to particular individuals known
to be expert in this area. Those people
produced examples for us, which we
then passed on to the Office of Science
and Technology. John Marburger, the
Science Adviser to the President, re-
cently talked about the importance of
social science in responding to terror-
ism, and that becomes a discriminative
stimulus for me to say that I had some-
thing to do with his expression of that
view. It also constitutes a reinforcer for
my continuing verbal behavior ad-
dressed to that office and by way of
generalization to various other govern-
ment offices.

What other means do I use to influ-
ence (I have long ago realized that de-
spite our early use of the word ‘‘con-
trol,” on good days, I “influence’’) be-
havior? Take for example my ‘“‘op ed
initiative.” Here, I am interested in
getting research psychologists to write
opinion or editorial pieces for news-
papers, bringing knowledge of the be-
havioral principles we have uncovered
to the public at large. I pointed out to
our members that newspapers all over
the country would be pleased to re-
ceive well-written pieces, would actu-
ally pay for them, and would, in addi-
tion to displaying them to local areas,
deposit them in a database regularly
consulted by other members of the me-
dia. Those media persons in turn might
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pick up the op ed piece and write an
article of their own or present a tele-
vision program on that subject. In other
words, I described both a personal and
public reinforcement contingency in an
effort to get our members to emit par-
ticular classes of behavior. Now, how
did I engage in my influence process?
I wrote columns in both the APA Mon-
itor on Psychology and the Psycholog-
ical Science Agenda (the Science Di-
rectorate’s newsletter that appears on
the Science Directorate’s Web site:
www.apa.org/science); I visited with
executive committees of the scientific
divisions of the APA and talked about
it to them; I continue to mention this
initiative wherever I go and to what-
ever boards and committees and orga-
nizations I attend; I have also placed
announcements of this effort promi-
nently on the Web site. A number of
people have written to me about the op
ed columns. Some have asked for help
in constructing them, which we do sup-
ply; some have told me that my col-
umn inspired them to write such a
piece that they had had in mind for
some time, and some actually sent me
copies of their published columns. I
have also placed some of the published
columns on our Web site. I believe I
have had some influence here, but
somehow in my moments of extreme
optimism, I had imagined a vast cam-
paign of op eds all over the country
with news reporters and television re-
porters clamoring to interview me
about this vast effort. The latter has not
happened, and I want to know why not.

Why am I surprised to find influenc-
ing people to be difficult? Advertisers
seem to be incredibly successful—in-
deed, there are APA members who fear
this influence so much that there is talk
of outlawing commercials directed at
children. A great deal of furor has been
engendered by what seems to be the
determination of elections by advertis-
ing, and various people have for years
tried to control that sort of activity.
Even in psychology itself, claims are
made about successful influence (e.g.,
Sonner, 1998). For other influence,

take, for example, the research by Lof-
tus, Nucci, and Hoffman (1998), who
have shown that people can be influ-
enced to ‘“‘remember’’ things that never
happened by means of an interview or
two. Ceci and Bruck (1995) investigat-
ed the phenomenon of suggestibility,
that is, of remembering something that
did not happen, in children. Suggestive
interviews were in fact quite effective
in evoking memories of things that had
not happened. Clearly for behavior an-
alysts the notion of memory is better
restated as verbal behavior related to
events that might have taken place in
the past. The authors found, as we
would put it, that the stimuli in the past
were not always very strong, particu-
larly in comparison to the contempo-
rary stimuli of suggestive questions ad-
dressed to the children.

If that is not enough, consider the
continuing evidence that is being col-
lected to show that adults can be made
to admit to having committed crimes
that they did not commit (e.g., Brind-
ed, 1998). Think about brainwashing,
as we called it during the Korean and
Vietnamese wars. Consider the influ-
ence that parents always worry about
when they see their children consorting
with undesirable friends.

On the other hand, think about the
times you tried to get a waiter’s atten-
tion to bring your food to you faster or
hotter. Remember when you tried to
get your class to read the chapter you
were going to discuss, before that
class; recall when you wished to get
later or earlier classes than the ones the
chair of your department insisted you
must teach. Or recall when you just
wanted to get the person who stood in
your way to move aside so that you
could leave the subway before they
closed the door on you. For all our talk
about controlling (or influencing) be-
havior, we really have quite a lot of
trouble affecting other persons’ behav-
ior in the course of the day. And yet
we seem content enough and live with
the idea that we are in charge, that we
do control things around us. What is
the explanation for our feelings of hav-
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ing control? I think it is, in part, that
we manage to control our environment
by surrounding ourselves with people
whose behavior resembles ours. We
are, therefore, often comforted by peo-
ple whose behavior is controlled by the
same factors that control our behavior.
We spend a great deal of time with
people whose reinforcement histories
are very much like our own, and so our
behaviors are generally congenial. In
other words, we must remember that
once we leave the protection of our
laboratories, our insignificant reinforc-
ers, our ineffective discriminative stim-
uli, our weak establishing operations—
original or conditioned—do not do
much for us in the face of other pow-
erful countermanding reinforcement
contingencies and histories that control
the behavior of the people we are try-
ing to influence. If we want to control
or even just influence the behavior of
others, we must do so by supplying ap-
propriate reinforcers. We must some-
how transcend behaviors that they are
likely to emit to produce behavior in-
congruent with the environment cur-
rently in charge.

In those rare instances in which the
repertoire to be instituted has no con-
trasting repertoire, we can occasionally
use shaping procedures to produce the
desired behavior, and we might be able
to establish some verbal behavior of
ours as discriminative stimuli or in-
structions. The hope of parents is to
produce rule-governed behavior, but so
is the hope of administrators who wish,
with the rules that they establish, to
control specific behaviors when only
exemplars of the classes involved can
be reinforced.

In other instances, we need to extin-
guish classes of behavior to establish
verbal control over other people’s be-
havior. Only then, when the interfering
behavior has been eliminated or suffi-
ciently diminished so as not to inter-
fere with the behavior we are trying to
instate, are we in a position to identify
the reinforcers, that is, to find the stim-
uli that will be reinforcing for the be-
haviors we are trying to influence. Ad-

vertisers seek out those verbal re-
sponse-produced discriminative stimu-
li, which in our culture exert some
control. Some of their stimuli are well-
known mands, such as “Go down to
the store, now!”’ Many advertisers
make use of modeling, that is, they
present an example of the behavior that
they want to instill in the viewer. View-
ers have an extensive reinforcement
history in which they learned to match
their behavior to behavior viewed by
them. When many people engage in a
particular behavior, imitation is espe-
cially likely to be reinforced. This kind
of advertising often helps the advertis-
ers to increase their sales. But we must
remember that the responses in ques-
tion are often quite simple even if
sometimes costly, as in the purchase of
a car. What the advertisers do with
their commercials involves a number
of different processes.

They first rightly seek to get the
viewer’s attention. To some degree
they do this by artificially raising the
volume of what they say on the radio
or television commercial; in some cas-
es, this results in an avoidance re-
sponse by the viewer, who finds the
greater loudness to be aversive and
turns the volume off completely.
Sometimes they gain attention by pre-
senting interesting content. In a recent
example of drawing the audience’s at-
tention in an obvious way, the adver-
tisers constructed a serial in which
neighbors consisting of a man and a
woman interacted over coffee. Even
though each commercial was short,
enough of a plot existed to make the
viewer curious about the next episode.
In both cases, the viewer attended to
the message, which is the first prereqg-
uisite of influencing behavior.

When, as representatives of the
APA, we speak to members of Con-
gress, their assistants, or to any other
government group, we often begin by
pointing out not only our expertise but
also our number of members (well over
150,000 of them). Our expertise is a
discriminative stimulus for listening to
our message because our verbal re-
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sponse-produced stimuli are useful for
them to solve problems. Government
officials were interested when, to take
but one example, I mentioned Hol-
land’s (1958) experiments on observ-
ing responses and their relevance to
keeping luggage screeners’ attention
when the objects they are looking for
are rare. Numbers of people are always
important in Washington D.C. because
those numbers can always turn into
numbers of voters, either directly or in-
directly, and those, of course, are real
reinforcers either for the government
people in question (such as members
of Congress) or agency representatives
appointed by those who depend on
votes. The point is that expertise and
number of members are attention-get-
ting devices. Once we have their atten-
tion, we can suggest, or in rare cases,
impose other reinforcement contingen-
cies. The example that I gave above of
speaking to the President’s Science Ad-
viser is one in which our expertise and
number of members got us the oppor-
tunity to speak to the influential gov-
ernment person in the first place. Be-
cause everyone in government was
looking for ideas on what to do about
terrorism, an establishing operation
was in effect as well. Now we must
add to all of this that John Marburger
was a university president before be-
coming Science Adviser to the Presi-
dent and thus is more aware of social
sciences than other physicists or engi-
neers might have been in the past.
Thus, he had a repertoire that made the
ideas that our group presented to him
more familiar and possibly more influ-
ential. The fact was, as I pointed out,
he asked for more examples of how be-
havioral principles can be used to aid
in the fight against terrorism.

The ultimate test of our effective-
ness, of course, is once again a ques-
tion of how much nonverbal behavior
will result from all of this. And our
Public Policy Office personnel at the
APA have been quite effective in
speaking with various government
people and in getting some of our ex-
pert psychologists appointed to impor-

tant committees. For example, human
factors psychologists have been in-
creasingly involved in advising those
who run our airports and airlines. Psy-
chologists have studied so-called med-
ical error (Lester & Tritter, 2001), and
we have not hesitated to point that out
to encourage various agencies to make
use of our expertise in this area. How
have we been able to effect these
changes? By suggesting names of peo-
ple, who when appointed, turned out to
be useful to the committees and agen-
cies that they joined. In behavioral
terms, we can easily talk about the fact
that when our advice was followed,
their appointing behavior was rein-
forced.

Before leaving the topic of influenc-
ing the behavior of others, I want to
talk a little about the influencing pro-
cess involved in counseling and psy-
chotherapy. After all, clinical psychol-
ogy is very much a matter of altering
people’s behavior. I came across an in-
teresting book titled Motivational In-
terviewing (Miller & Rollnick, 2002),
which on examination turned out to be
a description of how to get people to
change. The authors talk in general
terms suggesting that one ‘1. Express
empathy. 2. Develop discrepancy. 3.
Roll with resistance. 4. Support self-
efficacy” (p. 36) and if you read on,
you find that they say they use Carl
Rogers’ nondirective technique. Of
course, what that means is that they re-
inforce speech, as was demonstrated by
examination of the transcripts of Rog-
ers’ interviews by Truax (1966). Al-
though they start off by advising one
to be accepting, they also eventually
advise that motivational interviewing
is directive. But the point is that one
can be accepting initially by simply re-
inforcing speech in general. We did
that in some early experiments with
schizophrenic patients and normal in-
dividuals (Salzinger et al., 1964). Then
having established oneself as a source
of positive reinforcement, one can be-
gin to reinforce certain classes of ver-
bal behavior. In motivational inter-
viewing, it seems one has to identify
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what are called discrepancies between
what the client is now doing and what
he or she wants to do. Having identi-
fied that discrepancy, one can then re-
inforce change, at least with respect to
verbal behavior. They also caution
against arguing with the client. Rather
than doing that, they suggest asking
questions that would allow the client to
come up with the appropriate answer.
In other words, they talk much about
providing the client the opportunity of
coming up with the idea of change. By
emphasizing the need for the client to
change, they suggest that one tell the
client, although not so much in these
exact words, if you wish to change, I
can help you do that. In behavior-ana-
lytic language, this means present dis-
criminative stimuli for change state-
ments and then reinforce them as they
occur. It is also interesting that while
they talk about being nondirective,
they list what they call ‘“‘affirming
change talk.” Here are some of the ex-
amples of what I would call reinforcers
that they provide: ‘“That sounds like a
good idea.” *I can see how that would
concern you.” ‘I think that could
work.” “You’re very considerate of
how your actions affect other people.”
“That’s a good point,” and so on.
What is interesting here is that al-
though the authors do mention rein-
forcing change talk, they refer to Rog-
ers, not Skinner, for the source of their
ideas of changing their clients’ behav-
ior.

Effect of Verbal Behavior on
the Speaker

So much for the effect of verbal re-
inforcement on the verbal behavior of
others. What is the effect of verbal be-
havior on our own, that is, the speak-
er’s behavior? “Why are depressed
people depressed?’’ cognitive psychol-
ogists ask, and they answer, ‘“‘Because
they have thoughts that make them de-
pressed.” Depressed people put them-
selves down; they express no hope;
they believe they cannot do things,
which in fact they could; they are pes-
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simistic. “Why are phobic people fear-
ful?”’ “Because they have thoughts
that make them anticipate terrible
things.”” Of course, it is not clear
whether these thoughts are simply part
of the relevant repertoire that makes
clinicians call these people depressed
or fearful, whether their pathological
state is what evokes the verbal respons-
es, or whether these verbal responses
are simply dependent on other vari-
ables such as the people around them
who reinforce such verbal repertoires.
This is an old controversy by this time,
but one of my graduate students (Rose,
2000) did a dissertation that is relevant.
We decided that if thoughts are so crit-
ical in generating and explaining fear,
we ought to be able to demonstrate
their presence when subjects were fear-
ful. We selected speech-anxious sub-
jects for our study. We put them in a
situation that made them fearful by
asking them to look into a television
camera as we set up an audience, and
we had them talk about “what it is like
for them to speak in front of others.”
We then analyzed the content of their
speech. We found few evaluative, or
threat, statements and few anticipatory
anxiety statements. And we found no
difference in the number of such state-
ments between those who were speech
anxious and those who were not.
Speech-anxious individuals did not
discuss impending feelings of humili-
ation or failing at their speaking task,
which is supposed to be characteristic
of these individuals. The point is that
when tested, the evidence for causal ef-
fects of verbal behavior on fear behav-
ior is scant indeed.

But what about such theories as
Hayes’ experiential avoidance? He
maintains (Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson,
1999) that the private events not only
do not cause the problems from which
people suffer, but that trying to control
those private events is counterproduc-
tive and may ‘‘breed human misery”
(p. 56). Here is the problem of verbal
behavior and its behavior—behavior
control causing mischief. Other inves-
tigators have suggested (Wegner, 1997)
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that deliberately trying to suppress
one’s thinking about, say, a white bear
or about not smoking or not drinking
conjures up thoughts of the white bear,
cigarettes, or drinking. Wegner calls
this his ironic process theory, accord-
ing to which he posits two contradic-
tory processes: an intentional operating
process, such as deliberately thinking
of some distraction, and an ironic mon-
itoring process that is unconscious. The
latter, in monitoring whether the person
is doing the right thing, looks for the
very thought that the person is trying
to escape. The point is that it is very
difficult, if not impossible, to deliber-
ately decide not to do something with-
out thinking about that very thing. In
terms of the way a behavior analyst
wants to view this problem, what we
have is strong verbal-response-pro-
duced stimulus control over other ver-
bal behavior. Somebody who drinks or
smokes often will undoubtedly have in
his or her repertoire strong verbal re-
sponses related to problem drinking or
smoking. We cannot get away from the
phenomenon of response-produced
stimulus control.

Hayes et al. (1999) talk of an inter-
esting and familiar phenomenon in
which, when we describe some aver-
sive event we lived through, we be-
come emotional in response to our de-
scription, as we did to the event itself.
He also maintains that we avoid talk-
ing about and thinking about the event
because of its aversiveness. Our ver-
bal-response-produced stimuli also
have become conditioned emotional
stimuli, a la Pavlov, although Hayes et
al. invoke derived stimulus relations
and stimulus equivalence to explain
this process. Finally, they say that one
of the important aspects of any suc-
cessful therapy is to stop the patient’s
attempts to avoid talking and thinking
about the aversive event. They call that
experiential avoidance and again we
are facing the ironic process. Patients,
according to Hayes et al., suffer from
expending too much energy on the task
of not thinking of aversive events; he
explains the experiential avoidance by

citing evidence of bidirectionality be-
tween aversive events and the person’s
verbal behavior describing it or even
thinking of it. Because the latter has
become aversive, avoidance is natural
even though the stimuli engendered are
response produced.

Furthermore, avoidance is also rule
governed, with society encouraging
avoidance by directing people, begin-
ning when they are children, to stop
thinking about aversive events. As if
that were not enough, those afflicted
explain their troublesome behavior by
saying that it is caused by troublesome
feelings, and they are aided and abetted
by some therapists, behavior therapists
sometimes included (as I have already
explained). For example, not leaving
the house is justified by saying, “I did
not go to the party because I was de-
pressed or afraid.”’ Hayes et al. (1999)
suggest that one needs to get the pa-
tient to learn to say, ‘I did not go to
the party and 1 was depressed or
afraid.”” His point is that the former lo-
cution makes both patients and some
therapists concentrate on modifying the
private event of depression or fear, a
modification that cannot be easily, if at
all, accomplished and that assumes in
any case that it is the private event that
causes the maladaptive behavior. As
behavior analysts, we reject this notion
that one behavior is the cause of an-
other behavior. And yet, it is not all
that simple. We do alter our own be-
havior in a variety of ways; whether
the original cause resides in the envi-
ronment or not is less important than
finding out how our serial emission of
verbal responses somehow results in
“new’” responses, in the sense that
they were not originally under the con-
trol of the external event in question. I
will talk about a number of such phe-
nomena next.

The Healing Effect of
Verbal Behavior

We all know the old claim made by
Freud (Brill, 1938) about abreactions
and catharsis. It essentially says that
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some hidden or repressed desire has
produced pressure that can be dealt
with only through release by talking
about or admitting the desire. Indeed,
this has come to be called the talking
cure. Once the patient has gone
through the experience of talking about
the problem, he or she will feel better,
this theory says. This is a very old in-
terpretation of the effect of expressive
verbal behavior, but it has more re-
cently been studied in a more objective
and controlled way (Pennebaker, 1989)
and is supported by different theories.
The technique is quite simple. Subjects
are asked to write for about 20 minutes
each day for several days on their
“deepest thoughts and feelings related
to a stressful event” (Lepore & Smyth,
2002, p. 4). It is important to note that
there is no requirement for the material
to be seen by anyone besides the writ-
er. This is truly where the speaker
(writer) is the only listener (reader).
The reported effects are manifold as
well as surprising. Studies have shown
improvement in lung functioning in
asthma patients, reduced symptoms in
rheumatoid patients, reduction of emo-
tional and physical health complaints,
and enhanced social functioning, to
give but a few (Lepore & Smyth, p. 4).
It seems like a very interesting phe-
nomenon to analyze as an example of
what miracle verbal behavior has
wrought with this technique. It also
sounds very practical. If all it took to
deal with your physical and behavioral
problems was to write about them a
few times, we could dispense with
much of the health field and maybe
Medicare and the whole pharmaceuti-
cal industry. I’m just dreaming.

But what are the mechanisms posit-
ed for the effects? The first, true to its
beginning, is that ‘‘inhibition of
thoughts, feelings, and behavior re-
quires physiological work” (Lepore &
Smyth, 2002, p. 9). That work is as-
sumed to undermine the person’s abil-
ity to adapt, and thus produces or in-
creases health problems. With that the-
ory then the idea is that expressive
writing disinhibits thoughts, feelings,

and behaviors with the result of better
health. Other theories talk of habitua-
tion or exposure therapy. Still another
theory is called cognitive restructuring.
Pennebaker (1989) did content analysis
of the written protocols and found that
the use of certain words such as un-
derstand, know, and realize, or at an-
other time that words about cause and
effect, correlated with improvement in
health outcomes. There appears to be
evidence also that the writing on suc-
cessive days changes, in that the story
that the subject writes becomes ‘‘more
coherent.” This is an area rife for
searching for a relation between what
people say to themselves and how it
affects them.

One interesting study examined
working memory and its relation to
feelings of stress and response to the
expressive writing intervention. More
stress was related to poorer functioning
in a working memory task. The inter-
pretation (Klein, 2002) was that stress
has an effect on cognitive activity as
well as on the physiological system.
Essentially, working memory experi-
ments require the subjects to engage in
more than one task at a time, and they
perform worse when they are under
stress than when they are not. Further-
more, writing about a negative event
that happened to the subjects improved
their performance on such a task, and,
what is perhaps more important, sub-
sequently reduced the number of un-
wanted thoughts (intrusions) for those
subjects who did the writing task.

How do we interpret these results?
Writing about stress first allows, as al-
ready suggested, extinction of the ver-
bal behavior of grief to take place. The
question is what happens when we
write about some aversive event.
Hayes et al. (1999) explain that
through the mechanism of derived
stimulus relations, we respond to the
description of the aversive event in the
same or almost the same emotional
way as to the original event being de-
scribed. Second, by writing about one’s
problems, it may well become clear
that the problem is not as bad as it
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seems when one is simply ruminating.
That is, by thinking more systemati-
cally while writing, one might note that
the day was not all bad; some nice
things also happened. These ‘‘nice”
things then might elicit positive emo-
tions in the way that Wolpe (1958)
conceived desensitization to work.
Third, writing about a problem might
also prompt a solution to at least some
aspect of the problem that the stressed
person has to deal with. That suggests
that in the process of emitting relevant
verbal behavior, its response-produced
stimulation evokes a greater variety of
responses, some of which may begin to
deal with the problem in a constructive
or even creative manner. To the extent
that some means are developed to deal
with the problem, one should not be
surprised that subjects would feel bet-
ter afterwards.

Creativity: More Behavior-Behavior
Effects

Note that my interpretation at the
end of the previous section was that the
subjects ‘“‘developed’” some means of
dealing with aspects of the problem.
What do I mean by ‘“developed”?
What I mean is that as we speak or
write or otherwise emit verbal behav-
ior at a relatively high rate, the very
words that we emit become discrimi-
native stimuli for other verbal respons-
es. And these other responses are at
least sometimes original, by which I
mean that the person had not emitted
them before engaging in this task.
James (1892) described spontaneous
association as opposed to voluntary
trains of thought in a rather colorful
way: ‘““The train of imagery wanders at
its own sweet will, now trudging in so-
ber grooves of habit, now with a hop,
skip, and jump darting across the
whole field of time and space” (p.
138). It certainly feels the way James
described this process, at least in good
times, when we think of new ideas,
some of which seem at least somewhat
worthwhile. We are talking about still
another example of how response-pro-

duced stimulation, acting as a discrim-
inative stimulus, produces responses
that did not occur before that particular
series of verbal responses was emitted.
I do not believe it is useful to quarrel
about where the cause lies for those
“new”’ responses. The new responses
undoubtedly were a function of the
context, that is, the environment as
well as the response-produced stimuli.
To better understand creativity, we
ought to study what minor alteration in
the environment or consequent alter-
ation in response-produced stimuli is
responsible for the ultimate verbal re-

sponse without worrying about where

the independent variable inheres.
There’s the environment again as the
independent variable, but it works as
such because of what it evokes from
our verbal behavior producing more
verbal behavior.

Verbal Behavior of Behavior Analysis

Of course, if we are discussing how
verbal behavior evokes creative verbal
behavior, we must consider the verbal
behavior of our science. I spoke about
some of this in a recent paper (Salzin-
ger, 1999): I took up the problem of
the use of lay terms for categories of
study. I admitted that sometimes lay
terms can be translated without too
much difficulty into scientific concepts
that have the advantage of objectivity,
reliability, and precision of description.
More often than not, however, we find
that lay categories describe behavior in
terms that do not correspond to empir-
ically derived categories of behavior.
They do so partially and, in that way,
they result in misleading us. In a recent
attempt to discuss this problem with re-
spect to the concept of anger (Salzin-
ger, 1995), I noticed that Spielberger
and Sydeman (1994) found some items
from the trait version of Spielberger’s
anger scale to correlate better with his
famous anxiety scale than with his an-
ger scale. Perhaps what we need is not
concepts of anger and anxiety but a
concept of ‘“‘angiety.”” The point is that
the mixing of emotions happens often,
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as when some clinicians contrast ‘‘an-
ger out” as opposed to ‘‘anger in’’ to
describe still another emotion, namely
depression. Should we perhaps substi-
tute for all of this some category of
intensity of behavior, going from ag-
gression at one extreme all the way
down to depression at the other? We
desperately need to be aware of alter-
native categories, especially when we
find ourselves hedging and twisting
and patching up the categories that we
inherit from our lay environment.

We should add that when we speak
of lay language, we are talking of lay
language of a particular period and in
a particular area of the world. Danziger
(1997) reminds us of both kinds of ef-
fects. Thus terms or categories like
passion, will, and reason are no longer
very popular in the psychology of to-
day, neither in our lay language nor in
our scientific reports in psychology.
But at the height of their popularity,
they no doubt seemed quite natural.
Danziger relates a personal experience
of teaching in Indonesia. An Indone-
sian colleague and he were both teach-
ing psychology and discussed splitting
the term’s teaching. But they discov-
ered that they had each categorized the
field in such different ways that they
were unable to share the teaching.
Danziger also cites I. A. Richards, who
found that the Chinese philosopher
Meng Tzu used a term meaning both
feeling and propensity, clearly not a
category that we recognize. And that,
of course, is exactly my point. We can
categorize behaviors in a great variety
of ways, and we ought to study those
categories or perhaps simply vary them
sufficiently to give new discoveries in
psychology a chance to occur. Behav-
ior analysis also uses classes of anal-
ysis that are at variance with those
used by other parts of psychology, as
well as by current laypeople.

Hineline (e.g., 1992) has often spo-
ken of this discrepancy. Whereas, our
society speaks of person-behavior re-
lations, and he cites Descartes’ “‘I think,
therefore I am” as an outstanding ex-
ample of the direction of causality to
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explain why we behave in particular
ways, behavior analysts speak of envi-
ronment—behavior relations, explaining
our behavior in terms of variation in the
environment. In any case, once again,
we speak of our language as the cause
of problems, in this case, the problem
of having our particular approach re-
jected by the rest of psychology.

I would like to talk about another ef-
fect of behavior-analytic language. It is
one that I always knew about, namely
its disciplinary character. Indeed, back
in the 1950s when I first learned about
behavior analysis (what we then called
behavior theory), we were quite obnox-
ious about it all. There were certain
words that we were not permitted to
use; there were certain concepts that we
rejected outright, and these were words
and concepts that we refused to permit
colleagues to use when they spoke to
us. Mind was a four-letter word, both
literally and figuratively, and it was def-
initely one of those words and concepts
to be eschewed. The other day when I
spoke to a well-known psychophysicist,
she confided in me as being relieved
that she could at last speak freely and
not have to adhere to those behavioris-
tic restrictions. I do believe that we
have come a long way from rejecting
the use of words like mind when we are
talking with colleagues, especially those
of cognitive persuasion. As long as we
eventually do talk of behavior under
various environmental conditions and
as long as we do pay attention to re-
sponse-produced stimuli, no harm will
be done. Indeed, we will gain a lot by
being able to converse with psycholo-
gists who use a different theory to ex-
plain behavior than we do. If they pre-
sent data, then we should look at it and
try to figure out what it means in terms
of our way of conceptualizing behavior.

Conclusion

In sum then, we started with the fact
that we, like the rest of society, gen-
erally belittle verbal behavior and that
we do so despite the fact that verbal
behavior is the behavior we are most
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likely to engage in. We went on to con-
sider how verbal behavior is focused
on controlling other people’s behavior.
Next, we discussed the ways in which
verbal behavior affects the person
emitting it. Here, we first described the
role that is attributed to verbal behavior
in producing psychopathology; then
we talked about the healing effect of
verbal behavior on the speaker or writ-
er; we then went on to describe the role
of verbal behavior in creativity. Final-
ly, we briefly discussed the role of ver-
bal behavior in the construction of be-
havior analysis.

Verbal behavior is ubiquitous. It is
everywhere, not only in our lives but
in our science. When we say we should
study verbal behavior to a greater de-
gree, we must study it not only in and
of itself but also in the many areas in
which it plays a central role.
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